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Puerto Escondido
The Puerto Escondido site consisted originally of four extensive, low, earthen mounds located on a tributary of the Chamelecon River, the smaller of two rivers forming the lower Ulua Valley in Honduras. Excavations at Puerto Escondido began as an effort to document the nature of the site before it was destroyed by a housing development. The sequence of radiocarbon dates reported here comes from one of the two earthen mounds that have been the focus of our excavations since 1994.
Prior to our work, earth moving for construction had removed more than a meter of deposit from the mound. The face of the bulldozer cut through this mound showed that these deposits consisted of a sequence of floors, burials, and pit features, some of which were associated with pottery of types produced during the Late and Terminal Classic periods (ca. A.D. 45 s 1000). Our initial excavations documented the foundations of a cluster of rectangular buildings, with 20 associated burials placed adjacent to building foundations and in abandoned pits. This residential occupation of the mound can be dated to the earliest part of the Ulua phase (ca. A.D. 45(}650) by associated pottery, particularly the assemblages preserved in filled, abandoned pits.
The sediments into which the foundation walls, burials, and pits of the early Ulua period occupation were dug proved on excavation to date to the previously identified Middle Formative Playa phase (ca. 900-400 B.C.). These Playa phase deposits capped a long sequence of remains dating to the Early Pottery recovered from the stratigraphic units was assigned to types based on a combination of original vessel shape, characteristics of the clay mixture, and treatment of the surface of the vessels. Our preliminary ceramic analysis for the Early Formative is based on detailed recording of a stratified sample of more than 7,000 sherds. This compares favorably to the stratified midden used to anchor the authoritative sequence for Early Formative Oaxaca? which2 m unit reached this level), we suggest that it represents late Archaic use of the area, before pottery was adopted in the region. The majority of the obsidian flakes? produced through percussion, were made from material available from outcrops located within 60 km. A small proportion of the flakes was made from obsidian derived from La Esperanza, in southern Honduras.
Barahona Phase
The Barahona phase is marked by the earliest pottery yet identified at the site. Barahona deposits consist of a series of surfaces covered by thin layers of debris and riverine sediments. Post-holes from construction of perishable buildings were encountered on several of these surfaces. Fragments of bone, shell, chipped stone, and pottery were contained in the debris between surfaces.
The early pottery (Figures 2 and 3) consists of finely made, thin-walled vessels in the shape of small open bowls and closed-mouth bowls (tecomates), with elaborate decoration, including incision, dentate-stamping, and painting in red and black. Barahona-phase pottery closely resembles that of the Barra phase, the earliest ceramic period in Pacific coast Soconusco (Blake 1991; Clark and Gosser 1995; Lesure 1998; Love 1990 Love , 1991 .
Local obsidian sources and the La Esperanza source continued to be employed. A small number of blades produced from local obsidian document a change in technology of production. Following the Barahona phase, obsidian from La Esperanza ceased to be used at Puerto Escondido until sometime after A.D. 250.
Ocotillo Pha.se
Ocotillo-phase deposits continue the seqllence of surfaces and thin layers of debris. In addition to postholes, other remains of perishable constructions from the Ocotillo phase include burned areas, or hearths. Only obsidian from local sources has been identiEled in the form of percussion flakes and small blades.
Ocotillo-phase deposits contained pottery (Figures 3 and 4) without the most elaborate decorative techniques, such as dentate-stamping, found on earlier Barahona-phase pottery. Open bowls, tecomates, and red painting continued to be popular. New pottery forms include thick-walled jars decorated by polishing vessel surfaces with a narrow tool tabulation of ceramics from all seasons of work at Puerto Escondido, we project a final sample comparable in size to that used for the full analysis of the Oaxacan ceramic sequence (for which approximately 50,000 sherds were tabulated in detail). Chipped stone was assigned to types based on morphology and the production techniques employed, and the chemical composition of a statistically representative sample was determined using energy dispersive x-ray fluorescence (McCandless 1998). The distribution of pottery and chipped stone through the depositional sequence was used to identify points of change in local practices of production and consumption. Based on the assessment of stratigraphy, pottery, and chipped stone, we identified five episodes in the Formative period sequence of deposits, which we have defined as phases. For clarity, these phases are described from most deeply buried (earliest) to shallowest (latest), rather than in the order they were encountered. They provide the depositional context for the carbon samples that were submitted for analysis.
Sauce Phase
During the Sauce phase, inhabitants of Puerto Escondido excavated a shallow pit into a natural surface. Obsidian flakes and fragments of bone and shell were deposited in the pit and on the surface. Although the absence of pottery from this deposit could be a reflection of relatively small sample size (only one 2 m by 
Playa Phase
The construction of the stepped earthen platform marks the beginning in the depositional sequence of the Middle Formative Playa phase. Traces of the plastered surface of this platform, and footing trenches for two terraces, were identified. Set in the terraces of the platform were at least two human burials with traces of pigment; at least four complete pottery vessels, one containing jade costume ornaments; and two ground-stone objects. Additional Playa-phase deposits covering the surface of this stepped terrace were disturbed by construction of pits, burials, and wall foundations in the early Ulua phase, and were cut in places by modern bulldozing operations. 
Radiocarbon Dates
Eleven samples of wood charcoal from this depositional sequence were submitted to Beta Analytic for radiometric dating (Table 1 ). All but one were analyzed using direct atomic counting by accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS). One small sample (Beta-129130) was analyzed by standard radiometric methods with extended counting time. The order of the conventional radiocarbon ages is consistent with the stratigraphic position of the carbon samples on which they are based, with one exception. Beta-129130 was collected from a Middle Formative mixed fill but produced a much earlier than expected date. Since the depositional sequence was marked by repeatedreconstuction of perishable stuctures, including ancient excavations of holes for perishable posts, such upward mixing of carbon is not unexpected. The date derived correlates with that of Beta-129129, and we suggest that the carbon sampled for Beta-129130 was moved upward through ancient excavation from the more deeply buried levels that yielded Beta-129129. 
Chronology of Olmec-style Ceramic Features in Honduras
Another Chotepe-phase pottery group included distinctive new forms and surface treatment techniques, and a new clay mixture that produced a compact paste with abundant small temper particles probably derived from volcanic ash. Vessel surfaces, polished but unslipped, are commonly black, grey, brown (Figures 7-11 Uneven distributions of "Olmec" motifs are in fact typical in all regions that have been thoroughly investigated. For Oaxaca, Flannery and Marcus (1994:329-339) documented differential distribution of motifs that they argued stems from three kinds of differences in patterns of ceramic consumption: status distinctions within communities; within-site symbolic differentiation that may reflect social groupings; and intra-regional differences between neighboring, but independent, communities. As was true of La Blanca, at San Jose Mogote they found evidence that larger amounts of exotic materials such as jade, shell, iron ore, and mica are associated with the iconographically complex pottery vessels. Flannery and Marcus concluded that chronological distinction is only one of the possible explanations that should be considered for differences in the distribution of symbolically significant ceramic decoration.
The Gordon complex vessels from Copan are precisely the kind of material that, elsewhere in Mesoamerica, is found only in association with particular kinds of sociopolitical involvements. The absence of such explicit symbolism from contemporary assemblages at neighboring sites, even those that are well-studied, is not by itself sufficient reason to conclude that the introduction of these motifs was delayed. A similar explanation may account for the absence of complex motifs from Chalchuapa's 
Conclusions
Rather than an isolated, backward rural village on the edge of the Mesoamerican world, the Middle Formative society of which Playa de los Muertos was part had a continuous history going back as early as any sedentary society yet documented in Mesoamerica. Like other precocious Mesoamerican societies, the people of the Chotepe-phase Ulua valley participated in long-distance networks of exchange through which obsidian from Guatemala moved as far west as the Gulf Coast Olmec centers. Honduras' Chotepe-phase societies participated directly in the social relations that spread preferences for flat-based open bowls in shades of black and white that often carried complex carved motifs related to ideological and religious concerns. The participation of villages in far eastern Mesoamerica in these networks demands reevaluation of core-periphery models of the development of Mesoamerican complex societies during the centuries from 1100 to 900 B.C.
The deep stratigraphic sequence at Puerto Escondido also requires a new evaluation of the emergence of sedentary societies dependent on agriculture from predecessors of the late Archaic period engaged in diversified collecting strategies (Voorhies 1996a, 1996b). The stratigraphy, features, and dates for Barahona deposits at Puerto Escondido support argu-ments based on pollen samples from Lake Yojoa, located only 65 km away, for relatively early intensification of maize cultivation in northwest Honduras (Rue 1989) . Prior to the identification of early occupation at Puerto Escondido, the proposed dates for maize pollen at Lake Yojoa were inconsistent with the lack of evidence for early settlement in the region.
At present, models of the Archaic to Formativeperiod transition in Mesoamerica are based on a few sites in which conditions of preservation were unusually favorable. These sites may not be typical of what were probably highly varied routes toward greater sedentism and increased reliance on cultivation of a narrower range of plant foods. The role of fertile lowland riverine environments is especially difficult to investigate, due to the frequency with which sites have been reworked and buried by deposition (Pope 1985; Voorhies and Kennett 1995) . It is highly unlikely that Puerto Escondido is unique, arld much more likely that the agricultural potential of lowland river valleys in Mesoamerica would have made them some of the most favorable locations along with swamps and lacustrine environments for early transitions to increased reliance on agriculture and to sedentism (Hesteret al.1996; Jacob 1995; Jacob and Hallmark 1996; Jones 1994; Pohl 1990; Pohl et al. 1996) . It seems certain that other equally early villages exist elsewhere in eastern Mesoamerica. The identification of early settlements in areas of active river deposition may be difficult, but it is crucial to arriving at more accurate understarldings of the early history of human occupation in Central America.
